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Ichthyapus insularis, new species, is described from the intertidal of Ascension 
Island. It differs from its widespread Atlantic congener, I. ophioneus, in its vertebral 
number and tail length, and from all other Ichthyapus in its vertebral number, body 
proportions, and preopercular pore condition. The identity of I. acutirostris Brisout 
de Barneville (1847), the generic type, is aligned with specimens from Japan. 

In preparing the ophichthid section of the Fishes of the Western North Atlantic, Eugenia 
Bohlke, Jim Bohlke, and I examined a myriad of finless ophichthids (McCosker et al. 1989) and 
discovered that one species, Ichthyapus ophioneus, was widely distributed from Bermuda to Brazil, 
and that its only Atlantic congener was an undescribed species from Ascension Island. In prepara¬ 
tion for the forthcoming ophichthid chapter of FAO’s Fishes of the Eastern Central Atlantic, I now 
describe that new species. In preparing this description, I believe that I have helped to solve the 
long-lasting conundrum, “what is the identity of Ichthyapus acutirostris Brisout de Barneville 
(1847)?” 


Materials and Methods 

Type specimens of the new species are deposited in the Department of Ichthyology of the 
California Academy of Sciences (CAS), San Francisco. Measurements are straight-line (point to 
point) and made with dial calipers and recorded to the nearest 0.1 mm. Body length comprises head 
and trunk lengths; head length is measured from the snout tip to the posterodorsal margin of the 
gill opening; trunk length is taken from the end of the head to mid-anus. Vertebral counts (which 
include the hypural) are taken from radiographs. Preanal vertebrae are counted until mid-anus. 
Institutional abbreviations follow the Standard Symbolic Codes for Institutional Research 
Collections in Herpetology and Ichthyology (Leviton et al. 1985). 

Ichthyapus insularis McCosker, sp. nov. 

(Figs. 1-2; Tables 1-2) 

Material Examined. — Holotype: USNM 214480, an immature male, 427 mm TL, from 
Southwest Bay, Ascension Island, in 0-1 m, collected by S. Olson on 12 July 1970. Paratypes: 
USNM 375444, 8(227-423 mm TL), collected with the holotype. CAS 218803, 387 mm TL, col¬ 
lected with the holotype. ANSP 158903, 2 (166-244 mm TL), from southwest side of English Bay, 
Ascension Island (07°53'48"S, 14°23'06"W), collected among rocks and sand by W.D. Anderson 
on 16 July 1980. 
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Diagnosis. — An elongate, finless species of sphagebranchin (sensu McCosker 1977) 
ophichthine with: tail 57-60% and head 9-11% of total length; 4 preopercular pores and 5 pores in 
supratemporal canal; teeth conical, uniserial on jaws and vomer; body mostly colorless in preser¬ 
vative; and mean vertebral formula -45-123.5, total vertebrae 121-126. 

Counts and Measurements of Holotype (in mm). — Total length 427; head 46.8; trunk 
130.2; tail 250; body depth at gill openings 11.5; body width at gill openings 11.1; body depth at 
anus 9.8; body width at anus 9.6; snout 6.5; tip of snout to rictus 15.0; eye diameter 1.2; interor¬ 
bital distance 2.8; gill opening length 7.3; isthmus width 2.2. Vertebral formula -44-121. 120 later¬ 
al-line pores, 8 in branchial region, 46 pores before the anus. 

Description of the Holotype. — Body elongate, nearly cylindrical throughout, snout and 
tail tip sharply pointed, depth at gill openings 37 in TL. Branchial basket notably wider and deep¬ 
er than body. Head and trunk 2.4 in TL; head 9.1 in TL, 2.8 in trunk. Snout sharply pointed, its 
underside flattened and bisected by a groove nearly to anterior nostrils. Lower jaw short, included, 
upper and lower lips meet when mouth is closed. Mouth moderately elongate. Rictus well behind 
rear margin of eye. Eye minute, 12.1 in upper jaw and 39 in head, its center above middle of upper 
jaw. Anterior nostril non-tubular, a convoluted opening on underside of snout, about midway 
between tip of snout and tip of lower jaw when mouth is closed. Posterior nostril with an irregular 
rim, opening inside of mouth. Branchial open¬ 
ings low, ventral, with a median fold forming a 
pouch; branchial region expanded, creating a 
bulbous region in posterior half of head. 

Head pores (Fig. 1) conspicuous. Single 
median interorbital and temporal pores. 

Supraorbital pores 1+4, infraorbital pores 5 + 

2, supratemporal pores 5, lower jaw pores 4, 
preopercular pores 4. (The head pores of the 11 
paratypes are nearly identical to those of the 
holotype, save 2 with 5 rather than 4 right 
lower jaw pores and 1 with 6 rather than 5 
supratemporal pores.) 120 lateral-line pores, 8 
before gill opening, 46 before anus. 

Teeth (Fig. 2) uniserial, small, conical and 
sharp. Intermaxillary with a chevron of 11 
teeth, followed by a short gap and a linear row 
of 13 vomerine teeth. Jaw teeth nearly sube¬ 
qual, small and close-set, 24—28 teeth in upper 
jaw and 22-26 teeth in lower jaw. 

Body mostly colorless in isopropanol. 

Faint brown pigment smudges surround the 
second and third supraorbital pores and over¬ 
laying the nape and cheeks; a faint brown pos¬ 
teriorly-directed “v” arises behind posterior 
mid-orbit and extends to the interorbital pore. 

Size. — The largest specimen examined is 
427 mm, an immature male. None of the spec¬ 
imens appears (examined radiographically, but 
not by dissection) to be a mature female. 



Figure 1. Lateral view of the holotype of Ichthyapus 
insularis (USNM 214480, 427 mm TL). Arrows indicate 
locations of the median interorbital and the temporal pores. 



Figure 2. Dentition of the holotype of Ichthyapus insu¬ 
laris (USNM 214480, 427 mm TL) (upper jaw, left; lower 
jaw, right). The lips have been slightly retracted to expose the 
teeth and posterior nostrils. 
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ETYMOLOGY. — From the Latin Table 1. Counts and proportions (in thousandths) of the holo- 
insularis, of an island, in reference to type and 11 paratypes of Ichthyapus insularis. TL= total length, 
its apparently endemic location. HL= head length. 

Distribution. — Known only - 

from Ascension Island. _ Mean _ Range _ 


Remarks. — Inasmuch as species 

TL (mm) 

— 

166-427 

of Ichthyapus lack fins and, particular- 

HL/TL 

99 

90-110 

ly in preservative, display little or no 

Head and trunk/TL 

415 

401-426 

differences in coloration, the most use- 

Tail/TL 

585 

401-426 

ful characters to differentiate species 

Depth at gill opening/TL 

25 

20-29 

seems to be the preopercular pore 

Upper jaw/HL 

307 

267-338 

(POP) condition, vertebral number, 
and body/tail proportions. Those char- 

Snout/HL 

154 

139-167 

acters show limited variation as 

Eye/HL 

25 

19-29 

demonstrated by an examination of 77 

Interorbital/HL 

65 

54-74 

specimens of I. ophioneus that had a 

Gill Opening/HL 

138 

113-166 

range of total vertebrae from 125-139, 

Isthmus/HL 

43 

32-61 

and the POP condition of 75 specimens 

Preanal vertebrae 

45 

44-46 

was 4 and only two had 3 pores 

Total vertebrae 

123.5 

121-126 

(McCosker et al. 1989). On that basis, 

Ichthyapus insularis appears to be most similar to I. ophioneus (Evermann and Marsh), a wide- 

spread western Atlantic species from Bermuda, Bahamas, Florida, the Greater Antilles, and St. 

Helena Island. The two, however, differ in their vertebral number (121 

-126 vs. 

125-139) and the 


comparative length of head and trunk to total length (.40-43 vs. .36-40). Specimens of the new 
species were compared to and separable from I. ophioneus from St. Helena Island. And, although 
not visible on all specimens, the faint dorsal head coloration of I. insularis is lacking in all speci¬ 
mens examined of I. ophioneus. The new species can be differentiated from its Pacific and Indian 
Ocean congeners on the basis of characters listed in Table 2. 

The only recent treatment of Ascension Island shorefishes is that of Lubbock (1980). In it he 
mentions but did not examine an Ascension Island specimen of “Sphagebranchus ophioneus found 
washed up on the beach by the Shackleton-Rowett expedition.” I have not examined that specimen 
either, but I believe that it will prove to be I. insularis. 

Lubbock listed 71 shorefish species at Ascension and found 11 to be endemic. Recognizing 
that I. insularis is indeed endemic, the degree of endemism of his ichthyofaunal list is thereby ele¬ 
vated to 12 species or 17%. More recent collecting at Ascension and the reidentification of many 
museum specimens (for example, two additional ophichthids, Callechelys bilinearis and 
Phaenomonas longissima, are now known from Ascension) will undoubtedly modify Lubbock’s 
analysis. 

Comparative Material Examined. — 1062 specimens of Ichthyapus ophioneus, 50-479 
mm TL, from 86 lots from Bermuda, Bahamas, Florida, West Indies, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Lesser 
Antilles, Panama, Belize, Venezuela, Brazil and St. Helena, including the holotypes of 
Sphagebranchus ophioneus (USNM 49526) and Sphagebranchus conklini (FMNH 57731). Those 
specimens are listed in McCosker et al. (1989:325). 

On the Identity of Ichthyapus acutirostris 

The provenance of the type specimen of Ichthyapus, I. acutirostris Brisout de Barneville 
(1847), is unknown in that the type specimen (MNHN 2119, two were described, but only one 
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Table 2. Characteristics of the species of Ichthyapus. Abbreviations are: 1, this study; 2, McCosker and Castle 
1986; 3, Blache and Bauchot 1972; 4, Hatooka et al. 1995; 5, Randall and McCosker 1975; 6, McCosker et 
al. 1989; 7, McCosker 2002; POP = preopercular pore condition; body is the proportion of head and trunk (in 
hundredths); * = holotype. 



POP 

Vertebrae 

Body/TL 

Source 

I. acuticeps 

4 

101-108 

47-50 

1,2 

I. acutirostris* 

3 

133 

40 

1,3 

I. Japan 

3 

129-133 

42-44 

4 

I. Easter Island 

3 

130-134 

42-45 

5 

I. insularis 

4 

121-126 

41-43 

1 

1. ophioneus 

4 

125-129 

35-40 

6 

I. selachops 

4 

137-144 

38-40 

1 

I. “vulturis complex” 

(except Hawaii) 

4 

120-130 

39-41 

1 

I. vulturis 

(Hawaiian archipelago) 

3 or 4 

120-124 

39-43 

1,7 


remains) lacks locality information other than “Haute-Mer, Ocean equatorial.” The specimen was 
collected by “M. Rang” (Monsieur Paul-Charles-Alexandre-Leonard Rang, 1793-1843), a French 
malacologist who collected primarily in the tropical Atlantic but also visited India, Madagascar 
(Bauchot et al. 1990:121), and Japan (P. Bearez, in litt., 7 Jan. 2004). There is no indication the he 
traveled to the South Pacific. 

Since its description, Ichthyapus acutirostris has been ascribed to specimens from St. Helena 
Island (Cadenat and Marchal 1963) and from Baja California, Mexico (Blache and Bauchot 1972). 
The type of I. acutirostris has 133 vertebrae and three preopercular pores (POP). It thereby does 
not agree with any Atlantic species. Blache and Bauchot compared the type specimen to a speci¬ 
men of Ichthyapus from Baja California (MNHN 1893-58) and suggested that the two were con- 
specific. I have examined both specimens and find the latter to be Ichthyapus selachops (Jordan 
and Gilbert 1882), a widespread eastern Pacific species known from Baja California to Ecuador, 
which has 137-144 vertebrae (n = 17) and four POP. (Table 2 lists the POP and vertebral condition 
of all known Ichthyapus.) 

The only species with three POP are I. acutirostris, some specimens of Hawaiian I. vulturis 
(the relationship of Hawaiian I. vulturis to those across the Indo-Pacific requires further analysis), 
and specimens of Ichthyapus from Easter Island (identified as I. vulturis by Randall and McCosker 
1975) and Japan (identified as I. vulturis by Hatooka et al. 1995). Vertebral numbers of all 
Hawaiian I. vulturis are lower than those of I. acutirostris, and on that basis I presume that their 
identity would reside with specimens now known either from Easter Island or Japan. In that the 
collector never visited the south Pacific (few if any collections had been made at or near Easter 
Island before the 20th century) but had traveled to Japan (aboard the Levant and after 1836), I sug¬ 
gest that the remaining holotype of I. acutirostris is of the same species as the two specimens iden¬ 
tified by Hatooka et al. (1995) from Japan. A comparison of the proportions, pore patterns, and den¬ 
tition as seen in the illustration of the Japanese specimen (Hatooka et al. 1995, fig. 2) with the illus¬ 
trations of the holotype of I. acutirostris (Blache and Bauchot 1972, figs. 14-15) demonstrates that 




MCCOSKER: NEW SPECIES OF FINLESS SNAKE EEL 


173 


they are identical. Ichthyapus vulturis is known from Japan. I have examined a specimen from 
Ogasawara Islands (BPBM 35175, 99 mm TL) that has 120 vertebrae and four POP. The identity 
of the Easter Island specimens remains undetermined. And finally, although species of Ichthyapus 
live in shallow water and are easily captured with rotenone and occasionally captured by dredge 
sampling, it is possible that additional unknown taxa remain that could be identified with I. acu- 
tirostris. 
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